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I. Quiet Catastrophes

There is a very specific, visceral feeling that, when I stop to consider it, has asserted itself
as the impetus for much of my work as an artist. It is my interpretation of this sensation,
however, that has evolved over the past three or so years, spawning progressions in form that I
would never have foreseen when I began. This affective experience, something that I return to
often, and which has become a sort of life puzzle for me, is accessed when I am alone outside
and I begin to take note of the subtle, or in turns dramatic, shifts in the world around me. I begin
to acknowledge the agency of the innumerable actors, living and nonliving, which play a role in
making up my surroundings, which comprise the relationships that hold the world together:
grass, flies, clouds, buildings, trash, raindrops, wind, trees. I begin to feel small, but not
insignificant; less like an individual and more like just another branch in the network. It feels
like a reminder that neither I, nor humanity at large, is ever actually in control of the world
around us, try as we might, and that everything around us exists in a constant state of flux. At
times, the experience has rendered itself akin to a surrender of my subjectivity; at other points, it
has manifested as an unstoppable feeling of impending doom or apocalyptic dread--the
double-edged terror and beauty of the Sublime.
Early on in my studies at Hunter, I became fixated on the idea of apocalypse. The word
originates from the ancient Greek term apokalupsis, meaning “uncover” or “reveal”; at its core,
an apocalypse is a revelation of something previously undisclosed.1 In its theological context,
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"Apocalypse," OED Online. Oxford University Press, September 2020. Web. 12 October 2020.
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apocalypse typically involves dispensation of knowledge about the complete and total
destruction of the world - it has a specifically eschatological connotation. In a more colloquial
sense, the term synonymizes catastrophe or disaster. The apocalyptic sensation churning in my
gut, however, was not embodied in a popularly mythologized end-of-the-world event, nor in a
specific natural disaster. It was in the air, so to speak, all of the time, neither fully revealing itself
nor retreating, hovering like smog. I imagined an apocalypse so quiet, so subtle, and so insidious
that most of the time one could barely tell anything was amiss. It moved so slowly and
consistently that change was rarely visible, making it easy to deny anything was wrong, yet its
spectre haunted every corner of the globe. It was a conceptualization of what Timothy Morton
calls a “hyperobject”, an object that is so massively distributed in time and space as to transcend
spatiotemporal specificity.2 I quickly realized that this attempted re-formulation of apocalypse
was a mythologizing of the processes of climate change and ecological destruction; it was an
allegory for the Anthropocene 3.
The work I began to make in response to these ideas pushed my painting language and
prompted me to explore new sculptural materials. Researching histories of representation of the
apocalypse brought me to a deep interest in the Angers Apocalypse Tapestry, a sprawling set of
late medieval French tapestries commissioned by Louis I, Duke of Anjou between 1377 and
1382.4 Imagery in the tapestry, which illustrates the story of the Apocalypse as laid out in the

2

See Morton, The Ecological Thought.

3

The Anthropocene is a “proposed geological epoch dating from the commencement of significant human impact on
Earth’s geology and ecosystems, including, but not limited to, anthropogenic climate change”
(wikipedia.org/wiki/anthropocene). Theorists have offered plethora arguments for and against this nomenclature,
with major thinkers proposing alternatives such as Capitalocene (see Demos, Against the Anthropocene) and
Chthulucene (see Haraway, Staying with the Trouble).
4

Muel, Tapestry of the Apocalypse at Angers, 3-7.
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Book of Revelation, is wildly fantastical to a modern sensibility. Beasts with seven heads,
floating castles, and dragons dueling angels number among the scenes which populate its fibers.
Yet certain images in the work held a resonance with my thoughts about the contemporary causes
and ramifications of slow, climate catastrophe. Eerily mirrored foliage in the tapestry held
resonances with monocropping and GMOs. Fire raining down from the heavens brought to mind
the climate change-induced wildfires that were raging in California that year.5 An arm wielding
a scythe seen in the tapestry emitted sinister implications of agricultural development and
ecological death. Pulling imagery and symbols from the tapestry, I created a series of wax
sculptures which meditate on mourning, the passage of time, domesticity, and the history of the
apocalyptic imaginary.

Figure 1 (left). Jenna Beasley, Twinned Organism, 2019. Paraffin wax, wick, and dye.
Figure 2 (right). Jenna Beasley, Harvest, 2019. Paraffin wax, wick, and dye.

5

The 2018 wildfire season was the deadliest and most destructive wildfire season in California history, burning
1,975,086 acres, or about 2% of the state's 100 million acres of land. The 2018 season was the largest on record in
California at the time, a record which was shattered by the 2020 season, when 4.2 million acres of California’s
landscape were burned by wildfires (http://enwikipedia.org/wiki/2018_California_wildfires).
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Figure 3 (left): Jenna Beasley, Heatwave, 2019. Paraffin wax, wick, and dye.
Figure 4 (right): Detail from the Tapestry of the Apocalypse at Angers, 1373-1380, Jean Bondol and Nicholas
Bataille. Wool, silk, gilt, and silver. Collection of Chateau d’Angers.

Figure 5. Jenna Beasley, Four Horsewomen of the Apocalypse, 2019. Paraffin wax, silk, and dye.
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Making the pieces as functional candles gave the pieces an uncanny, otherworldly, and
transformative air. A candle, in its associations with votive offerings, ritual space, hope, and
transmutation, developed a feeling of quietly impending catastrophe when brought into contact
with apocalyptic imagery. Making the four horsemen into wax equestrian women modified
masculine notions of disaster - the aggressive, all-destructive event - to instead center on a less
ostentatious, yet ultimately equally destructive, feminized apocalypse. Creating works of art that
are candles, capable of being forever altered or destroyed if lit, brings questions about utility and
preservation to the ontology of the art object in end times; what good does archivality serve if the
world is ending? The images in the hanging wax works dimly appear as faded, misty apparitions,
seemingly caught mid-transformation, referencing the idea of apocalypse as revelation of new
knowledge.
During this time, the material properties of silk, muslin, and dye became centers of
experimentation for my work in painting. Stretched, unprimed muslin, I discovered, allowed for
layers of dye, acrylic, and oil paint to bleed into one another in revelatory and unpredictable
ways. As I began working on both sides of the muslin, the material became less a surface for
paint to rest on top of, and more an absorptive object, a holder of indexical matter. Effects that I
achieved began, in my mind, to take on references to both extreme weather and the range of
pollutant matter that pervades our air, land, and water. As I painted landscapes in duress, the
bleed of oil, dye, and acrylic through the delicate fibers of the silk and muslin became thick
smog, unbreathable smoke, oily water, and blinding storms, building a referential language for an
environment on the brink of collapse.

8

Figures 6-8. (clockwise from top). Figure 6: Jenna Beasley, Fairy Ring Fever Dream, Oil and Acrylic on Muslin,
2019. Figure 7: Jenna Beasley, Flying into the Eye of a Storm, Oil and Acrylic on Muslin, 2019. Figure 8: Jenna
Beasley, Smokeswan, Oil and Acrylic on muslin, 2019.
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Most of these paintings were small in scale, many of them eleven by fourteen inches.
Not only did I enjoy the cognitive dissonance and oxymoron produced by attempting to depict
such physically and conceptually large dynamics in a small, intimate space, but the slightness of
the work again referenced an apocalyptic imaginary that did not fit neatly inside of the doomsday
visions sent down by the patriarchy. The end of the world, or how we might imagine it, is at
times capable of manifesting as diminutive and subtle, almost imperceptible, and yet still as
destructive and pervasive.
In her piece Variations on the Right to Remain Silent, Anne Carson elaborates on a
specific sense of the word “catastrophe” in relation to works of art and translation. Catastrophic
moments, Carson writes, whether linguistic, visual, spiritual, or otherwise, explore the
possibilities that spring from abandoning explainable order and codified structures of logic,
enacting what she calls a “rage against cliché”.
I say catastrophe is an answer because I believe cliché is a question. We resort to cliché
because it’s easier than trying to make something new. Implicit in it is the question, Don’t
we already know what we think about this? Don’t we have a formula we use for this?
Can’t I just send a standard greeting card or paste in a snapshot of what it was like rather
than trying to come up with an original drawing?6
The answer, of course, is no. The only way out of the staleness of the known is to plumb for
things unnameable, undecipherable, contradictory, or enigmatic; the catastrophic moments that
language, the structure that dominates our semiotic imagination, cannot fully encompass. Similar
to the innumerable mysteries of our current ecological catastrophes, this body of work has its
requisite level of enigma; not everything is easily translatable or decipherable. To me, this “rage

6

Carson, Variations on the Right to Remain Silent, 3.
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against cliché” is a necessary element in both the process and product of my practice. The quiet
catastrophes that happen in my studio - accidents, impulsive changes, non-sequiturs, semiotic
oxymorons - are the kernels of truth that routinely lead me to conscious discoveries, and I have
learned to listen to them.
In January of 2019, I exhibited many of these works as part of a two-person show entitled
Pale Horse with my studio mate, Anthony Cudahy, at a space called the NO Foundation in
Toronto, Canada, for which we both drew inspiration from the Angers Apocalypse tapestry. For
a few months afterwards as I digested the show, I continued to work with similar ideas, but I
knew that something in my thinking and working had to evolve to respond to new information I
was taking in. There was a much deeper range of complexity to the sensations I tended to return
to as a starting point for making work and it was not always as pessimistic or disastrous as the
connotation of apocalypse or natural disaster. Why does the line between dystopian fears and
utopian dreams feel so shaky? Where should humans position ourselves, conceptually and
materially, in relation to the plethora of life around us? What is the relationship of artmaking to
all of this?

II. Utopia or Dystopia; Death or Regeneration?

I took slow walks through a lot of cemeteries this summer. In the part of southwestern
Queens I live in, you happen upon an enormous cemetery every few blocks, and they are more
spacious and much less populated (by the living) than the neighborhood’s public parks. When
the Covid-19 pandemic began, the only places in the city I could gather safely with friends were
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nearby parks, stoops, or cemeteries. As thousands of people in the city were dying of the virus,
cemeteries, of all places, were my favorite setting within which to search for emotional peace,
connect with loved ones, and commune with the natural world.
Cemeteries are liminal spaces. They memorialize the bridge between this world and the
possibility of the next, between death and rebirth. A sunlit walk through a graveyard will
inevitably prompt you to consider the emotional poles of our existence; in these sites, the darkest
dystopian thoughts of death are forever tightly braided with a utopian hope for a better place,
freedom from pain and suffering, and regrowth. The liminality between these poles are seen in
the architecture of mausoleums and graves and in the flourishing of vibrant ecologies among the
tombstones. The stoic limestone marking a grave may be littered with plastic flowers and
pinwheels as a vine grows slowly over its corner and a palm warbler hops over its rough-shorn
surface. Bright green copper doors to a turn-of-the-century gothic mausoleum embody a design
strategy that met the needs of its clientele: it encompasses both the grim devastation of the
passing of a loved one and the beauty of utopian possibility: heaven, acceptance of tragedy, and
peace.

12

Fig. 9 - 12: Details from Ahawith Chesed Cemetery, Ridgewood, Queens. Photographs by the author.

My daily cemetery walks often occurred on the way to my new studio, which I began
renting in June 2020 while I still held a studio at Hunter. Our studios at school were inaccessible
for around five months due to the devastating first wave of the pandemic, and I had decided it
was time to relocate. Details from my graveyard walks began finding their way into my work, as
I walked to attempt to clear my head of the stress and anxiety caused by the pandemic before I
reached my studio. Architectural flourishes on gravestones, the subtly carved low relief of an
old mausoleum, surrounding plants, fungi, and wildlife, and votif knick-knacks left by mourners
all began to join a dense ecology of symbols that I had begun cataloguing and recombining in my
art practice. At some point that summer, I found a few blocks of green floral foam and began to
sculpt it as an experiment. The easily carvable foam was a similar hue to the copper cemetery
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doors I walked past every day, and I found a subtle liminality and transformative quality in the
material as I carved, sanded, and assembled it into new forms.

III. Post-humanism, Materiality, and the Uncanny

In the past few decades, philosophy, and by turn almost every field in the humanities, has
experienced a massive deconstruction of the human’s centrality in relation to non-human entities,
with a plethora of thinkers proposing new post-anthropocentric ways of being, thinking, and
creating. De-centering the human in explorations of history, literature, the arts, and philosophy
has allowed for a renewed investigation and theorization of the agential power of animals, plants,
microbes, weather, objects, and matter itself. The work being done is an attempt at transcending
humanist worldviews passed down from the Enlightenment, to, in short, shift our thinking away
from placing ourselves at the center of the universe. Much thinking in this posthumanist realm
has been utilized in proposing solutions to the climate crisis, in increasing our ecological
understanding, and in art creation which grapples with these issues.
Jane Bennett, a leading scholar in the strand of theory referred to as new materialism,
writes about vital materiality, or thing-power, “the curious ability of inanimate things to animate,
to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtle”7, flattening the oft-assumed subject-object
relationship between humans and things. Things, too, she proposes, have agency; they are actants
in a dizzyingly complex network of living and non-living agential entities in any given scenario.8
7

8

Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 6.

See Bruno Latour “Reassembling the Social,” a key text in defining what Latour calls “Actor-Network-Theory,” a
conceptualization of the social world as a network of constantly shifting relationships among all living and nonliving
entities or “actors”.
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There are of course differences between the knife that impales and the man impaled,
between the technician who dabs the sampler and the sampler...but I agree...that these
differences need ‘to be flattened, read horizontally as a juxtaposition rather than vertically
as a hierarchy of being. It’s a feature of our world that we can and do distinguish...things
from persons. But the sort of world we live in makes it constantly possible for these two
sets of kinds to exchange properties.’ And to note this fact explicitly, which is also to
begin to experience the relationship between persons and other materialities more
horizontally, is to take a step toward a more ecological sensibility.9
Recognizing thing-power is a political act. In perhaps its most immediately applicable
example, we as a global community are in a state of reckoning with the fact that the matter which
we have unleashed into the atmosphere, predominantly carbon, has the “curious ability” to
produce a wild, unpredictable, and self-multiplying range of environmental effects: extreme
storms, global warming, sea-level rise, drought, and biodiversity loss, among others. The vital
materiality of carbon, rearranged by human disturbance, exerts an uncontrollable power over our
existence, and indeed everything on earth; we are only beginning to understand the complexity
and depth of this power, much less how to lessen its blows. This dynamic may be applied in
different ways to endless things and materials on earth. “Humans encounter a world in which
nonhuman materialities have power, a power that the ‘bourgeois I’, with its pretensions to
autonomy, denies,” Bennett writes.10
*

*

*

The Freudian concept of the uncanny has become a ubiquitous conceptual tool for
understanding affective responses to a range of experiences, including certain experiences of art.

9

Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 9-10. Here Bennett is quoting Frow, John. “A Pebble, a Camera, a Man.” Critical Inquiry
28, no. 1 (2001).
10
Bennett, Vibrant Matter, 16.
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Briefly put, uncanniness is a psychological response that occurs when we encounter something
that is both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time, and produces a particular sort of uneasiness,
eeriness, or even terror. The German term employed by Freud, unheimlich, meaning
“unhomely”, roots uncanniness in a negation of a fundamental site of belonging, familiarity, and
identity. Common tropes of the uncanny, such as ghosts, twins, doppelgangers, haunted houses,
and living dolls, arouse the unsettling liminal space in our brains between life and death, human
and non-human, and strangeness and banality.
Recently critics have retooled the concept of the uncanny to grapple with our relationship
to the environment in the era of the Anthropocene. Freud showed us that the uncanny deals with
the repression of aspects of our reality; society reinforces this repression by upholding certain
norms and boundaries that keep an agreed upon “reality” in place. One of these unspoken
conceptual frameworks is humanity’s tendency to place firm boundaries between humans and
nature, or between the natural and cultural. Not only is Western society built upon the humanist
ideal of the prioritization and superiority of man to all non-human life, but we have also been
acculturated to the belief handed down from the Enlightenment that humankind’s inventions,
technologies, and scientific solutions are moving us closer and closer to a full understanding, and
domination, of nature.
But what happens when this assumption is unsettled? When it becomes clear that, despite
our apparent scientific grasp on major environmental and ecological systems on earth, there is an
increasingly unwieldy unpredictability in the behavior of weather patterns, populations of flora
and fauna, pathogenic mutation, chemical imbalances in the water and soil, and extreme storms?
In these instances, the natural world we have become increasingly alienated and separated from,
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through technological mediation, scientific control, agricultural advancements, and urbanization,
reemerges with a renewed monstrosity: mutated, resistant, and altogether uncanny. We can no
longer ignore the fact that every aspect of our human lives is inextricably intertwined with
non-human ecological forces on this planet; the nature/culture divide in our psyches suffers a
disturbing jolt.
Philosopher Timothy Morton theorizes ecological uncanniness in relation to what he calls
hyperobjects, such as climate change. “Isn’t the global climate now in the uncanny
valley?...Doesn’t the affect delivered to us in the rain, or through the weird cyclone, or the oil
slick, reveal something uncanny?”11 In his book, The Great Derangement, Amitav Ghosh writes
of the term uncanny applied to our environmental crisis:
No other word comes close to expressing the strangeness of what is unfolding around us.
For these changes are not merely strange in the sense of being unknown or alien; their
uncanniness lies precisely in the fact that in these encounters we recognize something
we had turned away from: that is to say, the presence and proximity of non-human
interlocutors.12
The violent reshuffling of biota through colonization and globalization, widespread pollution,
and human disturbance of ecosystems has reorganized and recombined matter to such an extreme
degree that we are no longer exempt from the unintended consequences, and they often appear in
the strangest, most unexpected ways imaginable.

11
12

Morton, Hyperobjects, 108-119.
Ghosh, 32.
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IV. Recombination, Flux, and Ongoingness

The works in my thesis utilize floral foam, an industrially-produced material used to prop
up floral arrangements and faux lawn decor. The foam’s pale olive color, intended to blend in
with the lowest common denominator “natural” landscape, is a utilitarian camouflage attempting
to mask its synthetic origins. Materially, it embodies a sinister but multivalent register of
natural-cultural overlay, a commodity that attempts to represent a generic Nature to onlooking
humans but which in reality is a synthetic product that negatively impacts the environment.13 Its
thing-power emits the eerie energy of a technological interlocutor to human-plant interactions, a
tool that aids people in the art of floristry, but which ultimately does not benefit any part of an
ecological assemblage. Its proximity in appearance to something that might be seen in nature moss, grass, or lichen - may make a viewer question what they are seeing, hovering in an
uncanny, liminal space. Representationally, the works often merge ecological motifs such as
plant, animal, or insect imagery with human-made objects or architecture, spanning the false
binary poles of nature and culture. Bringing these motifs together in often unexpected ways and
representing them using the same material enables them to vibrate with a unified visual force,
symbolically intertwined, overlapping, and entangled. The assemblages emit a visual ecological
uncanniness in both material and representation.
The pieces also hover in the space between painting and sculpture, inserting themselves
in a history of wall-hung assemblage for which Rauschenberg, Keifer, Bontecou, and others laid
the groundwork. The compositions are read on a picture plane, utilizing compositional
13

The mishandled disposal of floral foam can result in microplastics in the soil and water. In recent years, the
industry has begun to develop more eco-friendly products, such Smithers-Oasis’ Oasis floral foam, a material that
touts 100% biodegradability in little over a year in active landfill settings.
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approaches common to painting but forms emerge in three dimensions and are built out using a
combination of additive and reductive sculpting. Mostly monochrome, the work may prompt
references to a range of figurative low-relief production throughout time, from ancient bas-relief
to medieval carved ivory tableaus to architectural stone-carving of the twentieth century.
However, the use of a relatively new material and the novel recombination of forms alludes to an
ambivalent futurity. In this sense, the works embody a post-modern atemporality in their
lineage; I am influenced by a broad range of art history and don’t shy away from its presence in
my work.
My process and the trajectory of my work is one of recombination. My studio is a swirl
of symbols, forms, and images that emerge and reemerge in concert with other visual elements,
never resting in one place for too long or repeating themselves with regularity. I have grappled
with this process feeling like inconsistency, haphazardness, or lack of direction; however, I can’t
deny that this semiotic and visual play is a primary psychological driver for my artmaking. I
began drawing connections between my recombinatory process in the studio and the constant
flux of life present in ecosystems; change and adaptation is requisite for moving forward. Old
forms spawn new ones, which spawn new ones. Surprising, even confusing, juxtapositions in
my work reflect a world out-of-order, rearranged beyond recognition due to harsh dislocations of
organisms on a global scale, ecological imbalances caused by human intervention. The meaning
delivered by this recombination, therefore, oscillates between an optimistic faith in ongoingness
and a more pessimistic shade of disorder, chaos, and disintegration.
There is an ambient nature to the world of the works in my thesis. Ambient in the sense
that there is a material one-ness to the works; the dull green foam makes up, surrounds, lies
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beneath, and in all other senses is the work. At the same time, a diverse host of characters and
images emerge from this singular material, as if from a thick smog. They emerge, as we emerge,
from the thick soup of matter in the universe, matter that is constantly shifting and rearranging
itself but which can be neither created or destroyed. The animated material one-ness of this body
of work is a nod to the theories of the animacy, even agency, of matter (Bennett), and to notions
of a monist materialism: everything exists in interconnectedness with everything else around it,
in a vast “mesh” (Morton)14.
These assemblages depict non-humans and objects with a vital agency in their
representational valence, and present matter as a unified field in their material valence. They
float in uncanniness between several entrenched psychic binaries: natural and synthetic, hard and
soft, alive and dead, optimistic and pessimistic. This uncanniness echoes an ever-increasing
ecological uncanniness emerging in our mixed-up environment under the boot of climate chaos.
When I think back to my fixation with apocalypse a couple of years ago, it’s not completely
devoid of reason. Things are bad, and almost certainly getting worse; there is a catastrophic
feeling in the air that can’t be denied. However, my work has grown to encompass a more
complicated viewpoint that investigates the middle grounds between extreme possible scenarios,
and forces us to reckon with murky, unsettling, and uncertain futures. Neither apocalyptic nor
redemptive, utopian or dystopian, it resides in the constant state of flux, or ongoingness, that
keeps ecologies evolving, and that keeps an artist making art.

14

See Bennett, Vibrant Matter, and Morton, The Ecological Thought.
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